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Congress’s Code of Conduct for American Privateers

IN C O N G R E S S,

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 3, 1776.




INSTRUCTIONS to the COMMANDERS of Private Ships or Veſſels of War, which shall have commiſſins or Letters Of Marque and Repriſal, authoriſing them to make Captures of British Veſſels and Cargoes.




I.




YOU may, by Force of Arms, attack, ſubdue, and take all Ships and other Veſſels belonging to the Inhabitants of Great Britain, on the High Seas, or between high-water and low-water Marks, except Ships and Veſſels bringing Perſons who intend to ſettle and reſide in the United Colonies, or bringing Arms, Ammunition or Warlike Stores to the ſaid Colonies, for the Uſe of ſuch Inhabitants thereof as are friends of the American Cauſe, which you ſhall ſuffer to paſs unmolested, the Commanders thereof permitting a peaceable Search, and giving ſatisfactory Information of the Contents of the Lading, and Deſtinations of the Voyages.




II.




You may, by Force of Arms, attack, ſubdue, and take all Ships and other Veſſels whatſorever carrying Soldiers, Arms, Gun powder, Ammunition, Proviſions, or any other contraband Goods, to any of the British Armies or Ships of War employed againſt theſe Colonies.




III.




You ſhall bring ſuch Ships and Veſſels as you ſhall take, with their Guns, Rigging, Tackle, Apparel, Furniture and Ladings; to ſome convenient Port or Ports of the United Colonies, that Proceedings may thereupon be had in due Form before the Courts which are or ſhall be here appointed to hear and determine Cauſes civil and maritime.




IV.




Your or one of your Chief Officers ſhall bring or ſend the Maſter and Pilot and one or more principal Perſon or Perſons of the Company of every Ship or Veſſel by you taken, as ſoon after the Capture as may be, to the Judge or Judges of ſuch Court as aforeſaid, to be examined upon Oath, and make Anſwer to the Interrogatories which many be propounded touching the Intereſt or Property of the Ship or Veſſel, and her Lading; and at the ſame Time you ſhall deliver or cauſe to be delivered to the Judge or Judges, all Paſſes, Sea Briefs, Charter Parties, Bills of Lading, Cockets Letters, and other Documents and Writings found on board, proving the ſaid Papers by the Affidavit of yourſelf, or of ſome other Perſon preſent at the Capture, to be produced as they were received, without Fraud, Additions, Subduction, or Embezzlement.




V.




You ſhall keep and preſerve every Ship or Veſſel and Cargo by you taken, until they ſhall by Sentence of a Court of properly authoriſied be adjudged lawful Prize, not ſelling, ſpoiling, waſting, or diminiſhing the ſame or breaking the Bulk thereof, nor ſuffereing any ſuch Thing to be done.




VI.




If you, or any of your Officers or Crew ſhall, in cold Blood, kill or maim, or, by Torture or otherwiſe, cruelly, inhumanly, and contrary to common Uſage and the practice of civilized Nations in War, treat any Perſon or Perſons ſurpirzed in the Ship or Veſſel you ſhall take, the Offender ſhall be ſeverly puniſhed.




VII.




You ſhall, by all convenient opportunities, ſend to Congreſs written Accounts of the Captures you ſhall make, with the Number and Names of the Captives, Copies of your Journal from Time to Time, and Intelligence of what may occur or be diſcovered concerning the Deſigns of the Enemy, and the Deſtinations, Motions, and Operations of their Fleets and Armies.




VIII.




One Third, at the leaſt, of your whole Company ſhall be Land Men.





IX.




You ſhall not ranſome any Priſoners or Captives, but ſhall diſpoſe of them in ſuch Manner as the Congreſs, or if that be not fitting in the Colony whither they ſhall be brought, as the General Aſſembly, Convention, or Council or Committee of Safety of ſuch Colony ſhall direct.




X.




You ſhall obſerve all ſuch further Inſtructions as Congreſs ſhall hereafter give in the Premiſes, when you ſhall have notice thereof.




XI.




If you ſhall do any Thing contrary to theſe Inſtructions, or to others hereafter to be given, or willingly ſuffer ſuch Thing to be done, you ſhall not only forfeit your Commiſſion, and be liable to an Action for Breach of the Condition of your Bond, but be reſponible to the Party grieved for Damages ſuſtained by ſuch Mal-verſation.



By Order of CONGRESS,

JOHN HANCOCK, Preſident.
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Prince of the Atlantic is one of three books (Gather the Shadowmen (The Lords of the Ocean) and Napoleon’s Gold being the other two) based on the true, but little known exploits, of the extraordinary Captain Luke Ryan and his courageous Irishmen during the American War of Independence. While Prince of the Atlantic is technically the second book in the series, the books may be read in or out of sequence.

Our story begins in France where Ryan and his men are converting their swift smuggler into a well-armed warship after escaping from a Dublin jail. Fate has introduced the young outlaw to America’s ambassador to France, the great Doctor Benjamin Franklin, and this unremarkable meeting will set into motion a series of events that will have a remarkable impact on the war that neither man could have predicted. Armed with an American commission and three powerful, very swift raiders, Ryan sets out against the British with a vengeance.

Roughly 55,000 seamen served aboard 1,700 American privateers during the war at one time or another and took or destroyed 2,283 enemy vessels (compared to the Continental navy, which took or destroyed 196 enemy ships). But no one man caused more damage to British maritime interests than this relatively unknown 25-year-old Irishman named Luke Ryan.

[image: north star : illustration of compass rose]

A quick note on style: this story is more about people and the extraordinary events that changed their lives than it is about the technical aspects of sailing a warship or of military tactics. Still, the author has attempted to balance matters by sprinkling enough nautical and military terms throughout the book for the sake of authenticity (for you enthusiasts of authenticity) against adding too much technical jargon that might otherwise bog the flow of the story down (for those who find technical stuff tedious). There is a simple Glossary in Napoleon’s Gold to help the reader to at least distinguish port from starboard and bow from aft and, for the purists among you, at the end of each book there is a section entitled “Separating Fact from Fiction.”

Please note that you will find certain grammatical errors, or what we would consider grammatical errors today, in much of the correspondence but the material quoted is authentic (or, in the case of fictional letters, an imitation). Otherwise, any errors or mistakes in the book are mine.

Our story continues...
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Prologue
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The Tale Grows Bolder

––––––––
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T

he old man grunted. “Ah, the young Mr. Charles Crook, good to see you again,” he said in his thick Irish brogue. The old man had shaved off his grey whiskers and looked younger.

Crook smiled, removed his coat and plopped down in a chair next to the fireplace. He held his hands close to the flames and rubbed the chill out of his fingers as the wood hissed and crackled.

“Good to see you again, Mr. Trevett. I wasn’t sure you’d make it in this storm.”

As before, John Trevett kept his coat on despite the warmth of the fire. Crook then noticed Trevett’s eyes. He had somehow missed the magnetic pull of the old man’s eyes during their last meeting in the dark. Trevett’s eyes, bright blue and alert, had power.

“I’ve seen worse,” offered Trevett with indifference. “Still, must be two foot of snow out there and some of ‘em drifts - whew! How are yer fingers?”

“My fingers? Oh, yes, of course. They are fine thank you. I am used to writing for long stretches at a time. That’s what newspapermen do. Much the same I suppose as you are used to tying knots over and over again in a cold wind.”

“Ah, huh. Well, I see you brought yer writing things again with you - and yer purse. Yer a glutton for punishment to be sure.”

“The other night you said you were about to ship-out soon again.”

“Aye.”

“What ship?”

“Oh, don’t know yet. Thar are several to pick from. Harbor’s still frozen over tho’. Might be a while yet. Gawd only knows why I’m here in Newport in winter. If I had any brains I’d be sittin’ on the beach on one of them low latitude islands right now with a warm sun, a cool breeze and a bottle of rum in my hand. But I thought you wanted to know about the war?”

Crook meticulously set out his papers, pens and an ink jar on the table and nodded eagerly. “Indeed I do!”

Trevett smiled, raised his pewter tankard. “Well, thar servin’ a fine turkey pot pie for supper and this here grog tastes especially mellow tonight. Good food, good, strong spirits - always puts me in the proper frame of mind. What in particular would you care to know?”

“Turkey pot pie it is then,” Crook agreed and tossed a full purse on the table. “We left off with Ryan’s escape from Dublin and his plan to seek Franklin’s help. I want to know the rest, of course. I want to know everything. How did Ryan manage to get a commission from Franklin? When did he sail? Where did he sail and what battles did he fight? What treachery finally did him in?”

“Bless me. You have a lot of questions. So be it then. Aye. Let me think now. The Black Dog. The summer of ’79. Dunkirk. The war...”

Like a quiet mist rolling in from the ocean on a still summer night, a calm spread across the small tavern. Sailors stopped their aimless banter and heads tilted towards Trevett, straining to catch his soft words. There was no denying the old mariner could weave a good tale...
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Cruising the Oceans of the Great Mistress
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France, June 1779

––––––––
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I

t is with promises of glittering gold and everlasting glory that the god of war, that trickster, that gruesome scourge whose thirst for blood and gore is never sated, goads men on. He fills men’s hearts with greed and violence, banishes any peacemaker. Each nation proclaims God as its mighty ally. Under rousing pageantry (to shore up faltering courage), fleets sail off and battalions march out to Slaughter. Red is the war god’s color and the world is soon awash in blood, again, no end. Peace? Ha! Peace, friend, is but an illusion...

[image: north star : illustration of compass rose]

The roar of the sea seductively whispered his name, called to him, beckoned him to come and join her. The mariner had been away from her charms for too long. He quickly dressed, left his hotel room and hurried down to the docks on foot.

[image: north star : illustration of compass rose]

Swarms of sawyers, carpenters and finish carpenters, dubbers, planking gangs, ironsmiths, painters, rope, and sail specialists - Dunkirk’s best and master craftsman all - had been crawling over every inch of the handsome, two-masted merchantman for several weeks, practically gutting her. Any wood, iron fitting or line showing the slightest wear and tear was replaced. And the ship’s owner, a young Irishman with French roots, had not been shy about lavishing substantial sums of money on the refitting.

Carpenters had started their work by reinforcing the framework underneath the main deck with thick timber braces to support the new heavy guns, parked in neat rows along the wharf and waiting to be hoisted on board. And then they double planked over the bulwarks for extra strength using rare African Blackwood, hard wood to shape but strong. Square gun ports were cut into the wood and stocks were attached to the rails for the swivels. The ship’s two great masts, and all her spars, had been removed and sold off as scrap and under the watchful eye of one of France’s most promising young naval architects, a man who loved to make things go faster, the sawyers had traveled up into the far woods north of Dunkirk to cut down and debark a half dozen prime trees. After pickling the raw wood in the brine of a nearby tidal creek, the new masts and spars were transported by barge down to the dry dock and once the ship’s crew had set the great sticks in place and raised the new spars and booms, the riggers went to work replacing all the stays, shrouds, halliards, lifts and braces. Then the sailmakers, using a tough, new linen material called Oznabrig, imported from Oznaburg, Germany, stitched together new sails and, on the owner’s instructions, dyed the bright material in splotches charcoal gray and streaks of reddish brown before setting the sails to the spars.

And as the sailmakers and riggers busied themselves topside the carpenters went below. One team, using the latest in fireproof materials, went to work completing the construction of a powder magazine in the ship’s belly to store the kegs of gunpowder that would be needed to feed the heavy guns. The others started planking over the ship’s cargo holds to create more room to accommodate a larger crew. Even the captain’s great cabin and the officers’ quarters were partitioned-off into tiny cubbyholes to squeeze out every inch of usable space on board.

Satisfied with the progress and quality of the shipwrights' work, the mariner - and the Black Prince’s true master - left the ship and braved a fine drizzle to go back into town. He needed to recruit more men.

Luke Ryan’s own Irish veterans, grizzled, tough and loyal, men who had served with him during their smuggling days, were far too few in number to handle a warship on their own. With French press gangs scouring the taverns and whorehouses up and down the coast to satisfy the needs of the French navy, finding good, dependable sailors, even in a major seaport like Dunkirk, had become increasingly difficult for most ship captains. But Ryan knew he would have no trouble finding more men, mostly good, stout Irishmen too. Despite his youth, from Brest to Dunkirk, his reputation for shrewdness, luck, civility and generosity towards his men was well known. And with the lure of prize money, it did not take the mariner long to secure a crew of over 70 officers and men.

And while Ryan scoured the taverns, gambling dens and whorehouses along Dunkirk’s rough waterfront, Patrick James Dowlin - in build and beauty a match for any of the deathless gods - cheerfully took charge overseeing the last touches to the ship, down to the smallest detail. The big, fiery Irishman had been with Ryan since the beginning and at getting the best out of both ship and crew there was none better than Dowlin. And when the conversion of the Prince from a smuggler to a warship was finally completed, her deck bristling with heavy cannon, Dowlin had four small rowboats brought on board and stacked two-by-two over the main hatch for, he told Ryan obliquely, some entertainment later.

After the men of the Prince stowed on board enough provisions for a three-month cruise, the principal owner, a Flemish businessman named John Torris, came aboard with 20,000 livres to pay the crew an advance against their share of any future prize money. This was the custom, the financial arrangement, common between an investor and his privateers.

[image: north star : illustration of compass rose]

It was a pretty, peaceful morning. The air was still delightfully crisp and fresh. Summer’s hand had not yet touched the northern shores of France. And on board the Prince, as she gently rocked back and forth against her moorings, all was calm.

Ryan and the two Kelly giants, Christopher and his brother John, were standing against the rail relaxing, waiting for the ship’s two new American officers to arrive when Ryan spotted Dowlin marching down the wharf towards them with six new recruits in tow. Blustery winds racing down the Channel whipped the big Irishman’s long mane of red hair into a wild, tangled mess.

As he led the new men across the gangplank, Dowlin looked up at Ryan and gave him a devilish grin. “Detail halt!” he ordered gruffly. “Right turn! Yer other right thar, Portuguese! Now stand fast lads.”

With the new men stretched out across the main deck, all in a line, Dowlin made his way towards the stern with powerful, fluid strides. He was all muscle and grace.

The Kellys greeted him with smiles. Ryan somehow managed to keep a straight face.

Dowlin snapped crisply to attention, saluted. “Cap... Beg pardon, sir, I mean Mr. Ryan, sir, may I present to you our six newest enlistees?”

Ryan, happy to play the straight man in Dowlin’s bit of theater, returned Dowlin’s salute, trying hard not to grin. “Indeed you may, Lieutenant Dowlin. Please, proceed.”

Dowlin, intent on making the right impression, led Ryan towards the raw recruits, wearing his sternest expression.

Ryan walked down the line, pausing briefly to look each man in the eye. They were a rag-tag lot. The men stared sheepishly back at him with grimy faces covered in soot. Clothing was soiled and tattered. None of them looked anything like a sailor and one was a mere boy.

Ryan returned to the center of the line and cleared his throat. “You new men,” he began, speaking in the polished tones of an English gentleman, “welcome aboard. My name is Luke Ryan. I am the owner of this vessel, or one of them at least. If any of you are subjects of Great Britain I am compelled to tell you that you risk being charged with piracy and hanged if you are caught sailing with me. You others, if caught, would be made prisoners of war and the British don’t treat American prisoners with much benevolence or charity, or so I hear.”

He smiled softly and paused for a moment to consider, as was his way, each new face. “Of course,” he continued, exchanging his English accent for an Irish brogue, “it is my intention, with a little luck, that none of you will ever see the inside of a British gaol. You’re on board the Black Prince. She’s an American warship, a raider, a privateer.”

He paused again to let them absorb his words. And then he turned English once more. “Captain Marchant, who is expected to arrive shortly, is the master whom we serve. The Prince has been properly commissioned by his Excellency, Doctor Ben Franklin, the United States’ Minister Penitentiary to the Court of Versailles. Each of you will be given the opportunity to inspect that commission to verify its authenticity for yourself. If you cannot read it, it shall be read to you. I also have in my cabin a copy of a proclamation dated April 3, 1776 issued by the American Congress. This proclamation authorizes privateers like the Prince and any man who wishes to read it is welcome to see me later. The proclamation, in conjunction with our commission, makes our actions at sea against British interests legal. Now, if we are successful, the crew will be paid from prize money, in shares according to each man’s rank. How much is that to you? Well, that I cannot say yet. It all depends you see on how many ships we bring in and how much is fetched at auction. Chances are good tho’ that you’ll all make more with me than you would on most other ships, certainly more than you can in Dunkirk. I intend to keep our cruises short and you’ll find the victuals on board wholesome and plentiful. As for discipline, well, Mr. Dowlin here shall explain the finer points to you later. Questions?”

Dowlin, standing behind Ryan, glared at the new men, daring any man to open his mouth. No one spoke.

“No?” Ryan asked gamely, still trying to suppress a smile. “No questions? Hm, I thought not. Well, gentlemen, it is an honor to serve with you. Mr. Dowlin, see to the care of these men - make me sailors, more important than spit and polish - teach them the warriors’ code!”

Ryan turned to Dowlin, leaned close to his ear and whispered, “Not exactly a prime lot here, Pat”.

“True, Luke, true. We’re definitely scrapping the bottom of the barrel with this sorry lookin’ bunch. With old King Louis’s press gangs workin’ the docks, scooping up poor souls for his own ships, thar’s not much left for us to pick over. Damn sight better than nothin’ tho’.”

“Aye. Who’s the boy?”

“Street urchin. I took pity on him when he came up to me beggin’ for some scrap of bread. He’s got no family, no home. I must be gettin’ soft, didn’t have the heart to turn him away. That coulda been me ten years or so ago. But you happened along and here I be...”

Ryan looked at the boy. “Garcon, what is your name?”

The boy shrugged.

“Your name lad?” he repeated in French.

“Rue Rongeur...”

“Rue Rongeur?” Ryan asked and turned to Dowlin. “Street Rat, or Street Rodent?”

Dowlin shrugged. “I’ve been called far worse.”

Ryan looked back down at the boy. “Well now, lad, that name will never do on board a ship. Hm. Let me think on it a bit. Ha! I know. By the powers vested in me, under the international laws of the sea, I hereby promote you to Cook’s Mate and name you: Jean Bart.”

The boy recognized the name at once and beamed.

“You’ve got a good heart there, Patrick Dowlin,” Ryan said, patting Dowlin on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. It’ll be just our dirty, little secret. Let’s get these lads all cleaned up and fed, hey? Best start teaching the boy the King’s English too...”

“Straight away, Luke!” Dowlin replied and gave Ryan a crisp salute.

Ryan nodded and cracked a smile. He knew Dowlin would keep things entertaining and their cruise, if nothing else, promised to be interesting...

“We ready to sail, Luke?” Dowlin asked.

“Not quite. Marchant and Arnold are the only loose ends...”

“Now how come that don’t surprise me?” Dowlin offered with a chuckle.

Dowlin took the new men to the head pump where they were ordered to strip and given and bucket of warm water and soap and told to wash. Then each man was rinsed down with cold seawater. Dowlin led them, naked, down to the galley where they found fresh clothes and a hot meal waiting for them. He told them to relax and rest because soon, he explained, the long and tiresome drills at sea would begin...

[image: north star : illustration of compass rose]

As the sun began rising over the rooftops of the two and three-story redbrick buildings facing the waterfront, Ryan stood at the helm with his officers, waiting. They could not sail without Marchant.

“We’ll lose the tide soon,” the feisty, black-bearded Edward Macatter, a man who claimed to be from Boston but whose accent said County Cork, offered out loud to no one in particular.

“We have some time yet, Ed,” Ryan replied flatly, but annoyed at the tardiness of the two Americans. “Why not assemble the lads for me. I had intended to say a few words to them prior to Capt’n Marchant’s coming aboard anyway.”

“Very well, sir. Mr. Weldin, have all hands called on deck.”

Alexander Weldin saluted crisply and barked out orders to the petty officers, who in turn smartly formed up their divisions. Weldin was a soldier now. Dowlin had taught him well since their escape from Poolbeg.

Ryan, as was his custom, took a moment to take in the face of each man before speaking as they assembled on deck. His spine tingled. God, how I love this so...

He stood before them wearing a new, double-breasted jacket, a dark-gray piece with brass buttons, and a silk shirt, white, with ruffled cuffs that he had purchased just for the occasion. In place of his usual cravat, he wore a black bow tie and had traded in his French cocked hat for a gentleman’s wide-brimmed fedora, complete with an ostrich feather.

He looked like money. He looked like a ship’s owner.

“Thank you, Lieutenant Macatter.” Ryan could feel the power in him rising. Only a few weeks before, he was nothing but a young Irish ruffian, a punk smuggler and fugitive from British law. Now he was the master of an American warship - and he was in his glory.

“Lads, good mornin’ to you! Fine Irish weather we’re having here today! Lovely day for a sail, hey? For you graybeards, ‘tis good to see your ugly mugs again! Hope you didn’t break the hearts of too many of France’s daughters while on liberty!”

Ryan’s Irishmen, his veterans, laughed. The new men fidgeted and looked nervously about. Serving a master with easy-going ways was something new. Ryan could see the confusion in their faces and gave them all a reassuring smile.

“For you new men, some of you I’ve spoken to already and some of you I haven’t. Welcome aboard to all of you! I’m Luke Ryan and you’re on the American raider Black Prince. Now, this ship is owned by multiple investors and I am one of them. Your captain is Stephan Marchant. Captain Marchant calls Boston, Massachusetts his home and our good captain and his first officer, Jonathan Arnold, also an American, are on their way and should be on board very soon. Now, I’m not going to make any speeches today -”

“Thank God,” interrupted Christopher Hoar, one of Ryan’s Irish veterans, one of the Shadowmen. “Thank God for small favors!”

The Irish veterans again broke out into fits of laughter and stomped their feet. A few of the new men, feeling more at ease now, joined them.

“Pipe down thar!” Dowlin ordered crossly, unamused.

Ryan gave Dowlin a nod, his smile vanished. “You new lads will learn soon enough from those who have sailed with me before what I expect from each of you. The important thing to bear in mind - always - is we serve a ship-of-war. We shall train and work towards that single purpose. This is no pleasure craft. We’re American privateers so if your heart is with the British, well, you’re on the wrong ship. While our duty to our country is to injure British interests, we’re going to try and make some money for ourselves too. Once he is onboard, Captain Marchant will administer an oath of allegiance to each of you before we sail and read the terms of your enlistment. Any man who cannot take this oath in good conscience, or believes he cannot honor the terms of his enlistment, will be paid whatever is owed him and released before we sail - no questions asked. Mr. Dowlin, for those brave enough who decide to take the oath and sail with us, what follows?”

“What follows then, sir,” he snarled, “is that thar hearts and balls belong to me...”

Ryan laughed and put his hands on his hips. “Ah, there you have it then, lads! Mr. Dowlin is not one to mince his words. Now, you are standing on the deck of the fastest ship in the Atlantic - I kid you not - and, in time, with proper training, my officers will turn you into the finest, fighting sailors anywhere. They are warriors tried and true and I implore you to trust them and learn well. With this ship and your training, we should be a match for any trouble that comes our way. We sail with the tide. We’ll be out for several weeks - or several months - depending upon circumstances. I intend to do some damage to English property in English waters. Any questions?”

There were no questions. Ryan grinned and removed his pocket watch, the one he had given to himself when he had made lieutenant in the British navy, and popped open its gilt metal outer case, covered in dark shagreen, and noted the time.

“Excellent! Any of you lads care to join me for a hunt?”

His Irish veterans, hearts filled with joy, were the first to break out into wild cheers and shouts. The new men soon followed. Someone proposed a cheer and the men gave a rousing huzzah, huzzah, huzzah!

Ryan nodded back his thanks. “Mr. Macatter, you may dismiss the ship’s company and, if you please, I’ll have the ship made ready to sail, to catch the outgoing tide.”

Macatter saluted crisply, started barking out orders when a carriage pulled up alongside the ship and disgorged two passengers. Ryan, to Dowlin’s chagrin, gave the order to pipe Marchant aboard with all the military pomp and circumstance accorded to a captain of a warship. The boatswains’ mate’s shrill whistle twittered and the men of the American cruiser Black Prince quickly fell back into neat rank and file formation again and snapped to attention as the big, lumbering American strutted confidently across the gangplank.

Marchant, never more than the master of a small freighter until now, was unfamiliar with the grand, martial pageantry of a warship. But he was most impressed by the regal welcome and smiled broadly.

“Captain Marchant,” Ryan called out in a friendly voice. “Welcome aboard, sir. May I present the ship’s officers to you?”

“Indeed, sir,” replied an ebullient Marchant, still basking in the pomp and circumstance of it all.

“Captain Marchant, although you have been introduced to these gentlemen socially, I would like to now, formally, present the officers of Black Prince to you. This gentleman, with the impressive black beard, is First Lieutenant Edward Macatter, your second officer. And here we have First Lieutenant Alexander Weldin, the ship’s master. Mr. Patrick Dowlin, whom you’ve met on several occasions of course, holds the rank of Second Lieutenant. And that Goliath standing behind him is Second Lieutenant Christopher Kelly and next to him is his brother, Petty Officer and Master-At-Arms, John Kelly.”

Marchant nodded and shook each man’s hand in turn as Ryan introduced them. “Excellent. Gentlemen, I am delighted to make each of your acquaintances and I trust we all shall get along splendidly together. This is Mr. Jonathan, ah, I mean, Lieutenant Jonathan Arnold, my first officer.”

“Beg pardon, sir,” interrupted Macatter, still anxious to get underway. “I fear the tide and wind won’t favor us much longer. May I give the order to take her out?”

Ryan nodded. “Quite so, Mr. Macatter, thank you. Captain Marchant, I see that your baggage has been brought aboard. First things first though. You must administer the oath to the men. Every hand must put his mark to the agreement after it is read. We don’t want to give our enemies any reason to someday challenge the legality of our actions. Then we sail.”

“But of course, Mr. Ryan,” Marchant replied, hurriedly scanned the two documents Ryan handed him and grunted. He read the oath of allegiance first - his deep voice rumbling across the deck like rolling thunder - and no man could rightfully claim he had not heard Marchant’s words.

“Raise your right hand and repeat after me: I, do,” he began and then paused for the crew to repeat the words back to him in unison, “swear allegiance to the United States of America... and each of its thirteen member states... and vow that I owe no obedience to King George... and swear that I will, to the utmost of my power, support, maintain and defend... the said United States against the said King... and his heirs and successors and his and their abettors, assistants and adherents... so help me God!”

Every man gave his oath.

With the oath completed, Marchant, without any sense of urgency, focused on the second piece of paper, taking time to scan its contents for himself.

Ryan began pacing back and forth impatiently.

“Ahem. Very good, men. Now, I am required to read to you the terms of your engagement with this command. I will then have the oath, along with this contract I am about to read to you, posted to the mainmast. Every man must sign his name to both these documents before we sail. Ahem. Very well, pay attention. I’ll only read this once. The contract reads as follows:


‘ARTICLES OF AGREEMENT


Made and agreed upon between Captain Stephen Marchant,

Commander of the privateer Black Prince, mounting sixteen carriage guns, and company.


Article I

The ship’s owners shall provide sufficient arms, ammunition and provisions for a cruise extending not more than three months. In return, they shall receive one third of all prizes taken.


Article II

The captain must, to the best of his ability, carry out these instructions.


Article III

The officers and crew must report for duty when so ordered by the captain, they must perform their duties to the best of their skill and ability.


Article IV

Rewards and Punishments

Any of the company losing an arm or leg in an engagement, or is otherwise disabled and unable to earn his bread, shall receive one thousand pounds from the first prize taken. Whoever first discovers a sail that proves to be a prize, shall receive one hundred pounds as a reward for his vigilance. Whoever enters an enemy ship after boarding orders are issued, shall receive three hundred pounds for his valor. Whoever is guilty of gaming or quarreling shall suffer such punishment as the captain and officers see fit. Any man, absent from the ship for twenty-four hours without leave, shall be guilty of disobedience, any man guilty of cowardice, mutiny, theft, pilfering, embezzlement, concealment of goods belonging to the ship or her company, striking or threatening any man or behaving indecently to a woman, shall lose his shares and receive such other punishment as the crime deserves and such forfeited shares shall be distributed to the remaining ship’s company. Seven Dead Shares shall be set aside and divided by the captain and officers among those who behave best and do the most for the interest and service of the cruise. When a prize is taken and sent into port, the prize master and the men aboard are responsible for watching and unloading the prize, if any negligence results in damage, their shares will be held accountable. If the commander is disabled, the next highest officer will strictly comply with the rules, orders, restrictions and agreements between the owners of the privateer and the commander.


Shares shall be proportioned as follows:


Captain’s Shares 8 Steward’s Shares 2

First Lieutenant  4 Sailmaker   2

Second Lieutenant 4 Gunner’s Mate  1 ½

Master    4 Boatswain’s Mate 1 ½

Surgeon   4 Carpenter’s Mate 1 ½

Lt. of Marines  2 Cooper   1 ½

Prize Master   2 Surgeon’s Mate  1 ½

Carpenter   2 Armorer   2

Gunner   2 Sergeant-Marines 2

Boatswain   2 Cook    2

Master’s Mate  2 Gentlemen Vols. 1

Captain’s Clerk  2 Boys under 16  ½


If any officer or any of the company be taken prisoner aboard a captured prize vessel, he shall receive a share in all prizes taken during the remainder of the privateer’s cruise in the same manner as he would if actually aboard. However, he must obtain his liberty before the end of the cruise or make every effort to join the privateer, or else his prize money shall be forfeited to the owners and the ship’s company. The captain shall have full power to displace any officer who may be found unfit for the post. The captain and his principal officers shall have the full power to appoint an agent for the ship’s company. The captain, lieutenants, master, surgeon and officer of the marines shall not be entitled to any part of the Dead Shares.’”



Marchant paused to look up at the crew. “All right then, that’s all of it. Any questions? No. Any objections to these terms? No? Very well, form a single line at the mainmast and sign your name or make your mark. If there any man here who does not so agree, stand forward and be recognized so you can collect your belongings and be released from any further obligations to this ship.”

No man moved.

“No one? Very well then, carry on.”

Ryan stopped pacing. “Captain Marchant, if you please, we should make haste. I don’t want to lose the tide. We should depart, now. The ship is yours, sir...”

Marchant nodded, turned to look at Macatter. “Aye. Thank you, Mr. Ryan. Mr. Macatter, let loose her cables, bowlines first. Mr. Arnold, you have the first watch, take her out gingerly. I think tops’ls only until we clear the bay.”

The young Arnold, an awkward, buck-toothed Yankee from Connecticut, looked nervously around. He understood his orders well enough but didn’t know who to relay them to. The fool had never bothered to spend any time on board the ship to get to know her or her crew.

Kelly, tough like iron but softhearted too, and always looking out for seamen and officers alike, saw the confusion in Arnold’s eyes and his hesitation to ask any questions. “I’ll see to it for you, Mr. Arnold,” he offered and bellowed out in his powerful voice: “you lads thar! First division, tops’ls only! Second division to the braces. You men at the prow, let go the cables. And you men thar, aye, you men standin’ around dawdlin’ - see to them stern lines! Go easy thar! I’ll hang the hide of any tar from the masthead who scratches my ship against the dock...”

With cables cast off and her topsails set, Black Prince eased her way out of the harbor, negotiating the maze of ships lazily riding anchor. A flock of seagulls circling overhead formed an honor guard for the cutter, following her out of the bay for a ways until the she entered the wine-dark waters of a rolling sea where the Irishmen pointed their ship's nose west, towards England. The mysterious vessel, nearly all black, hull, masts and darkened sails, flew no flag even though she was well stocked with them. Tucked away inside her lockers were flags for America, Britain, France, Holland, Spain, Portugal and even Russia.

Like a wild stallion charging across an open field, free from any reins to hold back its great strength, the Prince, with all her canvas set, and a good flowing wind to push her - a parting gift from gentle East Wind - sliced through the rolling waves of the boundless sea with ease. Ryan tossed aside his new hat to feel the sea spray caress his face, to let the wind rustle through his hair, and then resumed his pacing back and forth while he kept a wary eye on the men, new and veterans alike, as they tended to their duties.

Pride filled his heart. It was a disciplined crew. And the Prince, decks straining with heavy cannon, a powerful sloop-of-war now, was still as fast as she ever was. And then, unexpectedly, her shining face came to him, a vision of his woman with the long, blond braids. She was smiling at him. How proud she would be of him now and how he wished Shannon could share this moment with him. He was where he was because of her. Exhilaration seized him and he caught himself, as Dowlin was fond of saying, riding the Wave. And while he was riding the Wave he could do no wrong. For a fleeting moment the world seemed a perfect place.

With clear skies overhead and a hard Channel wind to drive them, the men of the Black Prince sailed with high spirits. Dowlin, Weldin and Kelly busied themselves overseeing the work of the crew, paying particular attention to the new men. Arnold kept to himself near the helm while Captain Marchant retired to his cabin, for what reason he did not say.

“Mr. Dowlin, a moment of your time,” Ryan called out, pointing to the rowboats. “I’ve been meanin’ to ask you, why the boats sitting over the main hatch there? You afraid the English are going to sink us the first time out?”

Dowlin craned his neck around to look at the four white rowboats stacked neatly upside down, two-by-two, and lashed securely over the main grate. He turned and grinned at Ryan, like some schoolboy who had just pulled off a first-rate prank.

He removed his tri-corner hat and used a sleeve to wipe away the sweat from his brow. “Well, now, sir, I’ll give you the long and the short of it. Them thar boats, once we get out to sea a-ways, will be sacrificed to old Poseidon. That is, of course, if my gunners can hit the bloody things and sink ‘em durin’ target practice. Otherwise, the sea will eventually claim ‘em. Should be most entertainin’ either way.”

Ryan rubbed his chin and smiled. “Hm. I should have known. Very well. I shall enjoy watching that spectacle.”

“Aye,” Dowlin said smiling, rocking back and forth on his heels. “So will I, so will I.”

“You best save some of that shot and powder for the British my eager friend.”

“No worries, Luke. I had extra stowed aboard for my own purposes...”
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Separating Dover from Calais - and England from Europe - is a narrow stretch of sea, carved out by a great flood before the memory of men, known as the English Channel to the English, or La Manche, the sleeve, to the French. Every day the Calais-Dover ferries plied these waters carrying passengers and mail between England and France. Despite the war, France and England found it convenient to keep a line of communication open between them and these packet ships, as they were called, were free to come and go unmolested.

Ryan figured the British packets would be easy pickings and decided to try their luck there first. But Good Fortune, always keen to protect the Irishmen, intervened, preventing the good Prince from intercepting any packet ships. In the mist, the Irishmen missed them all.

The arming of the American cruiser Prince, her commissioning and hasty departure from Dunkirk, had not gone unnoticed by French intelligence. Its agents were everywhere and well informed. They were the best in the world. The service even knew of Ryan’s plan to attack the Calais-Dover packets and had passed this information on to their chief, on to Count Antoine Raymond Jean Gaulbert Gabriel de Sartine, France’s Minister of Marine, David Sartine’s uncle.

The Minister was hardly pleased when he heard the news and promptly wrote to Franklin, politely asked Franklin to forbid the captain of the Black Prince from attacking any British packet ships. Such a request, coming from the powerful Minister of Marine, was equivalent to a command, one that Franklin dared not ignore. And so Franklin in turn had immediately sent off a warning to Marchant. But his letter failed to reach the Prince before she sailed.

That is when Good Fortune intervened, sparing the Irishmen from embarrassment and Franklin from a potentially disastrous diplomatic incident, an incident that would have put a quick end to Ryan’s marauding ways. Though they did not know it, by missing the packets, the Irishmen had been lucky...

Ryan, Marchant and Macatter huddled close together near the helm and looked down on a small, rectangular wood chest bolted down to the deck. The chest was similar to a chest-of-drawers but held various sea charts and had a nifty folding table attached to it with brass hinges. Ryan unfolded the table and spread a chart of the English Channel across it. With no packet ships in sight, Ryan intended to sail further west, to sail into deeper, more dangerous waters.

Ryan needed no chart for the waters off northern France. He had sailed over these same waters many times before back when he was a smuggler. But now he asked for Marchant’s assistance in determining the ship’s position, course and speed, feigning ignorance to determine for himself the extent of Marchant’s own.

As Marchant poured over the chart, young Tim Kelly, Christopher Kelly’s son and perched high up in the ship’s masthead, standing watch as lookout, was the first to spot a prize.

“Sail ho!” he cried out like a grizzled veteran, his hands cupped over his mouth. “Starboard side, dead amidships!”

The boy could hardly believe his good luck! Ryan had promised a gold piece - in addition to the award of 100 pounds under the Articles of Agreement - to the first man to spot a legal prize. Kelly, standing near the bow, looked up at his son and smiled proudly. Tim was born for the sea.

Startled, the three officers whipped their glasses out and searched the horizon until they found a ship exactly where young Tim had said. She was a fine looking merchantman, a brig, and Marchant gave the order for the helmsman to come about while Arnold sent the topmen aloft to let all the ship’s canvas out, to give the Prince her speed.

But while Marchant was setting a course to intercept the target, Ryan and Macatter traded doubtful looks. Ryan cleared his throat and Macatter took the cue, he understood.

“Excuse me, Capt’n Marchant,” interrupted Macatter.

“Yes, Mr. Macatter?”

“Beg pardon, sir, shall I give the order to clear the deck? Might need the guns. Might not. Hard tellin’ until we get close up.”

“Oh, ahem, yes, of course, by all means Mr. Macatter. See to it at once.”

“Aye, sir,” Macatter replied, turned and rolled his eyes. And then, like some broad shouldered bull, snorting threats, front leg pawing at the dirt, longing to charge, he strutted down the deck, bellowing out commands to ready the ship for action. And no man failed to heed his words, ringing with power as they did.

And while gunners opened gun ports and rolled out the heavy guns the Prince, her dark sails billowing full, overtook the brig with ease. Once the two ships were within hailing distance, Dowlin shouted over to the brig’s crew and ordered them to shorten sail.

Not knowing the nationality or intentions of the sleek, black cutter bearing down on them, but seeing the raw power of her heavy cannon, crewed by men who seemed to know their work, the brig’s master obeyed and heaved to. The two ships soon came to rest on the sea’s gentle waves barely 100 yards apart.

Marchant sent Arnold and six men over in the ship’s long boat with orders to inspect the brig’s papers. Arnold was to check her ownership, registry and cargo.

It did not take Arnold long to return to the Prince, and with a smile on his face. “She’s of Portuguese registry,” he reported excitedly. “And she’s bound for home, loaded down with finished goods made in England.”

The men of the Prince, lined up against the rails to watch the brig, strained to hear what their officers were discussing up on the quarterdeck. Was the brig or was she not, they wondered, a prize? Portugal was a neutral country.

Marchant nodded. “English goods, you say?” he asked, absently stroking the stubble on his chin. “The vessel may be registered to neutral Portugal but her cargo sounds like contraband to me. Mr. Macatter, pick me a prize crew to sail the brig and her crew back to Dunkirk. You may have the honor, sail her back as prize master.”

“Ahem,” interrupted Ryan, unable to play the part of the passive observer any longer. “Forgive me Captain, but might it not be best to send the brig directly into Calais? ‘Tis a bit closer. Let the French Admiralty Court there decide whether the brig is a legitimate prize or not. And sir, I suggest that someone other than Mr. Macatter take her in as prize master. He is your second officer after all and we may have need of his skills later. Why deprive yourself of a good officer so early on in our cruise? Calais is but 25 leagues off. A child could take her in from here.”

Marchant gave Ryan a quizzical look and shrugged. He was not accustomed to having his orders challenged. Ryan may prove meddlesome he thought and grunted. What does it matter who takes her in? But, no harm in indulging this young buck a bit.

“Very well, Mr. Ryan. As you wish. Mr. Macatter, would you see to it then? Assign a prize master of your choosing. Run the brig into Calais.”

Macatter, amused by the exchange between Ryan and Marchant, smiled to himself. He was beginning to suspect that Ryan would need all of his considerable charm and patience during their voyage to keep the American from making a fool of himself. He wouldn’t bet against Ryan, but he wasn’t sure whether even Ryan could save Marchant from Marchant.

Macatter touched the brim of his hat respectfully and quickly picked out a prize crew for the brig. Within the hour, men on the Prince were watching the Portuguese ship turn and head in towards Calais under half sail and spirits soared. There was talk of easy money ahead.

And Good Fortune did not desert the Irishmen either, or so it seemed. Later that afternoon the Prince intercepted a second vessel, an unarmed Danish brig, carrying lumber and bound for Dublin. One shot across her bow produced the desired effect. Her master, an enlightened man, gave the order to shorten sail and surrendered his ship without a fight.

Leery of reducing their own numbers even more to muster another prize crew so early in their cruise, and being so close to shore, the Irishmen decided to simply tow the Danish brig in to Calais. Before nightfall the two ships entered Calais’s small harbor where the Irishmen spotted their Portuguese prize and dropped anchor next to her.

In the morning, Ryan and Marchant went ashore to find the French Admiralty Court. The place was not hard to locate. Ryan filed two petitions with the clerk of the court, asking the court to condemn the Portuguese and Danish ships sitting in Calais’s harbor, and their cargos too, as war prizes. For a small gratuity, the clerk agreed to add Ryan’s petitions to the court’s docket that very day.

Ryan and Marchant were waiting patiently in a hallway when the court baillie called their names just before noon. The baillie led the Americans into a small, dusty room where they saw a bored judge sitting at a crude table with Ryan’s petitions in hand. The small room, serving as a temporary courtroom while the courthouse underwent renovations, was otherwise empty. Ryan and Marchant took seats on a front bench and watched the judge shuffle through their claims.

Without comment, the judge took his pen, dipped it in the ink jar and, using bold strokes, scribbled a brief notation across both petitions and then handed the papers back to the Baillie. The baillie in turn handed the papers over to Ryan, told him that the court was now in recess and that he and Marchant were free to go. Ryan stared down at the judge’s decision, dumbfounded. The judge had dismissed the petitions outright and ordered the immediate release of both ships and their crews, holding that the seizures were illegal under maritime international law.

After Ryan shared the judge’s decision with Marchant, the big American snorted and jumped to his feet. Red-faced, he started towards the judge and began loudly protesting the ruling. But Ryan, cool tactician, and blessed with more common sense than most, could see the hostility in the judge’s eyes, grabbed Marchant by the arm, and forcibly hustled him out of the courtroom. No point, Ryan explained to Marchant outside in the hallway, in alienating an admiralty judge so early on in their new career, a judge whom they might need as a friend later someday.

Back on board the cutter, Ryan reconsidered their actions. He quickly realized that the judge had acted correctly. A French judge had no reason to condemn a war prize under French law in favor of an Irishman who claimed to be working for the Americans. Ryan suddenly felt very foolish. He knew very little about maritime law and knew nothing about the formalities of court. He had acted like an amateur. Next time, he told his officers, they would all keep their noses out of it and let Torris and his French agents handle any condemnation proceedings.

Before departing Calais, Ryan sent a letter off to Torris informing him of their false start, and then instructed Marchant to set out again with the next tide and head west, towards Dover. He had expected some grumbling from the crew about the loss of their two prizes. But he shouldn’t have. His men took the news in stride and spirits remained high. The sea, after all, was teeming with hundreds of ships of all shapes and sizes.

Once the high cliffs of Dover came in view, the privateers swung south and turned again, heading southwest. The Irishmen sailed for hours on an empty sea, chased a huge, red sun until it sank beneath the waves, and then set the night watch as blackness closed in around them. And then, just as Ryan laid his head down on his pillow, Arnold, the officer of the watch, sounded the alarm. A ship!

Ryan raced up the companionway, stepped out into the cool night air and quickly spotted lanterns dancing on the water less than a league or so away. He could barely make out the dark silhouette of a ship, but it was there. Dowlin, dressed only in his nightshirt, fell in behind him and followed Ryan to the quarterdeck, hopping, barefoot, across the deck while he struggled to slip one trouser leg on.

“Ship off the port bow, sir,” Arnold, reported excitedly and pointed to the other ship - as if Ryan might not know which direction port bow was. “She’s a very large fish.”

“This better be worth gettin’ up for,” Dowlin told Arnold coldly, with a look that said: one more word from you and... Dowlin had taken an instant dislike to both Marchant and Arnold. Two days at sea with the Americans had not improved his opinion any.

The poor Mr. Arnold did not quite grasp Dowlin’s dislike of him, nor understand that Dowlin’s dislike of him was irreversible. Arnold considered Dowlin’s expression and decided it best to say no more, uncertain whether the fiery, red-haired Irishman’s thinly veiled threat was serious or a just a poor joke.

Dowlin sensed the man’s uncertainty but offered nothing to clear the air. I’ll let the dolt twist in the wind for a bit he told himself, wondering if everyone from the land called Connecticut was a jackass like Arnold. He hoped not. It would be a shame to waste his talents on a country populated only by men like Marchant and Arnold.

“Should I order the men to the guns, Mr. Ryan?” Arnold asked with a silly grin.

“No, Mr. Arnold, I think not,” Ryan answered in a quiet, sober voice.

Dowlin started grinning too, but for an altogether different reason. He knew that tone of voice well. Ryan was not pleased.

“See her flag there?” Ryan asked, pointing, for Arnold’s benefit, to a large pennant flying off the other ship’s driver boom. “She’s a Dutch West Indiaman. Holland is a neutral country. But more importantly, if you’ll take note, see there, along her bulwarks? She’s carrying enough guns to blow us to kingdom come!”

Arnold’s grin instantly vanished.

Ryan cupped his hands over his mouth. “Aboard there! What ship are you?”

“This ship is the Njörðr, we're Dutch and bound for Amsterdam,” a faceless sailor replied nonchalantly in good English.

“We’re off to Portsmouth ourselves,” Ryan answered back and waved. “All is well?”

“All is well.”

“Good night then and Godspeed to you, sir.”

“And to you, English.”

As the Dutchman pulled away, Ryan turned to face the unfortunate Mr. Arnold. “Mr. Arnold, kindly resume your previous heading and in the future, should you see any more ships, I suggest you determine whether she has more guns than we do before you maneuver us towards her with hostile intent.”

Dowlin cringed at the word. Ryan always used the word kindly as a warning, used it sparingly when his blood was at the boil.

“Aye, sir, very well,” the buck-toothed Arnold answered with his foolish grin again, oblivious to Ryan’s rebuke.

“I take it, Captain Marchant is still sleeping?” asked Ryan.

“Suppose so, sir, he sleeps like the dead, he does. Should I send a hand to fetch him for you, sir?”

Ryan glanced sideways over at Dowlin. “No. No. That will not be necessary, Mr. Arnold. Best not to disturb the dead when no good will come of it. Let him sleep.”

Dowlin shook his head in disgust. “Not much of interest goin' on here,” he said and yawned. “Suppose I’ll turn in for the evening, again. Good night, Mr. Ryan.”

“I think I’ll remain on deck for a bit, take in the fresh air. Good night to you as well, Mr. Dowlin.”

“Good night, Mr. Dowlin,” Arnold called after the big Irishman as he stepped down the companionway - a peace offering.

Dowlin turned and answered Arnold with the same hostile glare as before. And Arnold knew enough, at least, to stop grinning.
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For the next several days, the privateers found little but empty sea with only an occasional neutral ship here and there to wave at. Frustrated, Ryan had Marchant head north to try their luck closer in to the English coast and, on the very next morning, just as the cutter rounded Denge Ness and men began to pour into the galley for a leisurely breakfast, the lookout cried out his shrill warning.

“Where away?” Macatter shouted up to the masthead.

The lookout pointed out over the port bow and Macatter was just barely able to make out the top of a mast and furled topgallant sail. And then he saw the furled topgallants of a second ship and then of a third...

Ryan was eating breakfast with Marchant in Marchant’s small cabin when the ship’s bell suddenly started ringing, the alarm to clear the deck for action. He bolted from the table and scrambled up the companionway with Marchant clumsily chasing after him.

Dowlin, already at the helm, greeted Ryan with a smile and sniffed the air. “Smells like dead fish,” he said coldly. “Aye, no mistakin’ that smell. We must be near England, Luke.”

“Why the fuss?”

Macatter handed his spyglass over to Ryan. “Look over thar, sir!” he said excitedly and pointed. “Six fat little piglets just sittin’ in the water waitin’ to be led to slaughter.”

As Ryan scanned the waters with Macatter’s glass, the corners of his mouth curled into a slight grin. Glory be! We’ve struck gold!

Macatter was right. Six British merchantmen were riding anchor in a small bay with a faint, thumbnail sliver of moon sitting over them and not one armed escort to protect them. The crescent moon, waning with the morning, was a good omen thought Ryan. He suddenly felt the warm rush of adrenaline. An ideal tactical situation. Excellent. Go and finish your breakfast my fine English friends. Pay our little ship charging towards you no mind...

“I want as much canvas as she’ll take hung out, Mr. Macatter!” Ryan ordered eagerly, ignoring both Marchant and Arnold. “Every stitch I say! No need to hold her back now.”

“Aye, sir!” Macatter roared back, every bit as eager as Ryan to get into a brawl. “You topmen! Shake a leg there! Full sail, every square inch of it! I’ll have the stuns’l booms run out too and set the studding sails! Look lively now! Let her fly!”

Kelly and his men scrambled up into the cutter’s two great raked masts, slid out over the yardarms along the foot stirrups and began letting out as much canvas as the spars could hold. With outstretched wings, and a good flowing wind abeam, the cutter sliced her way through the waves with exhilarating speed.

Ryan knew English lookouts would see soon enough the unfamiliar vessel bearing down on them under full sail - a provocative move that any prudent captain would think hostile. Still, the English might hesitate just long enough, might be caught off-guard by the terrific pace of the sleek, black cutter, giving the Irishmen just enough time to close. Ryan’s plan was simple. Nothing fancy was needed. Charge in headfirst.

The commander of the small English fleet was no slouch. When he saw the handsome, black cutter racing towards them under full sail, blue water bubbling up around her sharp, curved bow, and flying no flag, he instantly decided not to tarry and signaled his ships to flee for the open sea in haste.

“By God!” Macatter exclaimed gleefully, watching the slow, cumbersome merchantmen getting under way and laughed. “Luke, look - they want to make a race of it! They’re in a hurry too. They’ve gone and cut thar cables!”

With spyglass in hand, Dowlin climbed half way up the ratlines to mainmast to get a better view. “I see five good size brigs and a worthless dogger,” he called down excitedly, the wind toying with his long, red hair. “Oh, ho! Macatter’s little piglets have stingers. Thar armed, gents. Looks like the brigs are carryin’ four guns apiece. Two or three-pounders by the look of it. Nothin’ larger. They’re goin’ to make some sport of it sure enough and are headin’ north! Leave it to an Englishman to go the wrong way! Ah, ha! The wind’s with us lads!”

With the wind in her favor, the Prince closed with its prey at lightning speed. The privateers easily overtook the small, slow dogger first, punching through the water like some dumb, fat, cow. But Ryan advised Marchant to ignore her. They were after richer prizes.

As the Prince passed the dogger by, the Irishmen lined themselves up against the rails, smiled down at her crew and waved. The Englishmen answered the Irishmen with open mouths and stunned faces.

“Don’t be insulted!” cried out Hoar, standing out on the bowsprit. “We’ll be back for yer little guppy later! Be patient.”

The five English brigs, a league or two ahead, were well under way now but slow. Even with canvas stretched taut across every boom and spar, the ships in the small merchant fleet were rapidly losing distance to their pursuer. The cutter’s speed was shocking.

Ryan watched the fleeing ships through his spyglass and smiled as they continued sailing in formation. Foolish he thought. Better to scatter and lose one or two ships and save the rest.

“Look thar!” Macatter gleefully shouted over to Ryan. “They’re turnin’, sir. Breakin’ for shore towards that bay beyond ‘em chalk cliffs! Seems a might reckless. We’ll have the bloody buggers trapped in thar.”

Marchant gave the order for the helmsman to port his helm to follow the fleet into the bay. But then the voice, always gentle and never wrong, began whispering in Ryan’s ear and urged caution. Ryan quickly grabbed a chart, unrolled it across the chart table, and began studying it carefully. The fleet’s turn into the bay made no sense to him.

“They’re making for Beachy Head or Eastbourne,” Ryan said out loud to no one in particular. He absently tapped out a random cadence with his right shoe against the deck as he scrutinized the chart. “Curious. Seems a foolish thing to do...”

“I know that look, Luke, what’s troublin’ you?” Dowlin asked. “We’ve got ‘em corned, we've got 'em dead to rights.”

“Captain Marchant,” Ryan said, ignoring Dowlin for the moment. “I’m uneasy about sailing into that bay. This is all rather odd. Something is amiss.”

“Mr. Ryan, I see easy prize money ahead of us,” Marchant replied simply.

“Put a good man in the chains with the lead, sir?” Dowlin asked, assuming Ryan was just nervous about heading into shallow water.

“Aye,” replied Ryan cautiously. “Make it so and send a second pair of eyes up to the masthead, Mr. Dowlin.”

Dowlin moved out smartly to do Ryan’s bidding. He sent Hoar out onto the chains, the man had a strong arm, and sent young Tim up the ratlines to take the masthead. Tim had the best eyes of any man on board.

Coiled over Hoar’s shoulder, as he stepped over the rail, was a length of rope, knotted at one-fathom intervals and weighted at the end. A ship always risked running aground when nearing land in unfamiliar waters and the only way to know for certain how much water was underneath her keel was to measure it with a rope.

Hoar sat himself down inside the chains of the mainmast with his feet dangling over the channel and cast the lead line out as far ahead of the ship as he could, as if he was fishing, and pulled the line back in as the ship passed by. He began counting the number of knots and chanted out the soundings.

“By the mark eight... And a half nine... By the deep ten...”

The cutter could safely negotiate waters as shallow as three fathoms, no less. Running aground on English soil meant surrender and disgrace.

As Hoar kept track of the water’s depth, the American privateer rounded a small headland and entered a bay in hot pursuit of her quarry, oblivious to any danger. Then, puffs of smoke, like cotton balls floating on air, magically appeared over a hill, followed seconds later by the crack of heavy cannon.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

“What in blazes?” Marchant blurted out, stunned. “My God, we’re being fired on!”

“Well now, Capt’n,” Dowlin asked calmly, amused, “you didn’t think we was goin’ on a picnic now did ya?”

Marchant ignored the obnoxious Irishman and kept his eyes fixed on the shore batteries. The big Irishman was becoming more insubordinate with each new day. Too cocky by half that one.

Plumes of white water shot up several hundred yards in front of the cutter. The 
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